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A SimE2le, OE2ening Ceremony
ARTICLE BY BARBARA

THAYER

then recalculate it in light of his current work,
which is in my grade book. I pull out another
folder where book numbers are recorded next
to student names. I find the sheet for Kevin's
class. Is the book Kevin is returning the book
checked out to him? I ask Kevin what his
book number is. He gives me the wrong
number. We try again. Yes, the numbers
match. Place a check next to the number to
indicate it is returned. I tell Kevin where to
put the book so that it doesn't get mixed up
with other Scarlet Letters lying about the
desk area. I'd like to say a few words of
encouragement to Kevin - a send off of sorts.
The time I have to do that is inadequate.
Josh's request is an easy one. I pull out the
folder with MUSEUM FIELD TRIP marked
across the front in thick black marker. I knew
I would be needing this folder every day. I
hand Josh another permission form. He
should not have lost the first one, but I lose
things also. We need at least fifty students to
sign up because we based the cost-perstudent on that guesstimate. If I receive his
permission slip, I'll be one student closer to
that magic "fifty." The quickest thing is to give
him another.
Now to Eric, the fourth student waiting at
my desk. Eric struggles with his class work.
He really likes baseball. In fact baseball may
be the reason he stays in school. I need to talk
with him alone. I suggest and he concurs that
he could come during my planning period. I
write him a pass for later in the day.
These opening dialogues are not unusual.
Everyday, every hour at the beginning of
class, exchanges like this occur. There are
also library notices, counselor appointment
slips, messages of all sorts to be delivered

Today I don't make it to the door to
acknowledge the seniors as they enter. Instead
I am leaning over my desk, lining up work
that will be returned this period. The bell
rings. I raise my eyes from the materials now
readied. I see four students.

Angie: Can you look up how many days
I've been absent? Am I at five or six?
Kevin: Mrs. Thayer, could you sign this?
This is my last day. I'm withdrawing
because we are moving to Toledo.
Here's my copy of The Scarlet Letter.
Josh: Mrs. Thayer, do you have another
permission form for the museum trip? I
lost mine.
Eric: Will you calculate my grade, Mrs.
Thayer? If I don't have at least a C- in
English, I can't be on the baseball
team.
At least two, possibly three, four, or five
students are around my desk each hour when
class starts. Angie's request requires me to
open up the attendance book and count the
X's. The question is an important one for her.
Senior skip day is Friday. If she isn't present
Friday, will she be over the school limit for
absences and have to make up the time?
Kevin is leaving now. Today. He has his coat
over his shoulder. I could request that he
come back later, but that would interrupt
another class. The withdrawal form will not
disappear and the grading cannot be handled
by anyone else: I will be adjusting, fine tuning
his grade based on observations and
information the numbers don't take into
account. I have learned to handle things
immediately, if I can. I pull out a folder and
check Kevin's last computer-generated grade,
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before work begins. And, of course, the most
important thing: the official state record of
student attendance and tardies. This record
must display the standard markings so it can
be read accurately when the state
representative comes once or twice a year to
check it.
A confusing scene. What are most students
doing while this business is dispatched?
Mostly waiting. Two ideas converged to help
me change this confusion.
First, Donald H. Graves in his book Build a
Literate Classroom suggested that teachers
"rethink the beginning of class" (15). Those
opening five to ten minutes each class period
when most students are waiting for the
teacher to begin class are lost learning time.
They were for my students. Graves also
emphasizes in this book that reading and
writing bring people together and establish
community. The second idea that prompted
me to change the way I opened my class
periods was one presented in Ralph Peterson's
book, Life in a Crowded Place. He speaks of
the importance of ceremony, rite, and ritual in
a classroom. These help create the
"community oflearners": a group of people
who know each other, care about each other,
and help each other learn more about
themselves and the subject at hand. ''The way
that teachers choose to begin the school day
can contribute to the knowing one another
that fosters caring" (19).

available in the media center. This part was
fun for me. Sometimes I picked quotations
that pertained to something that we had been
discussing in class. I also found interesting
quotes in quotation books at our local book
store, from books I was reading, the
newspaper, magazines - all sorts of places.
Occasionally the quotations I selected
failed. One or two people had something to
say for the discussion. But sometimes not
even one! Besides, after a couple of months
this whole opening ceremony had become
quite familiar, too routine. When a student
complained about one of the quotations I had
selected, something clicked.
We could have OUR opening ceremony.
The next day I gathered all the quotation
books from the media center (I was amazed at
how many we had), placed them on a cart and
brought them to the classroom. We spent the
class period exploring the books, passing
them around, guffawing about this or that
quote, and puzzling over others. We each
picked two favorite quotations. Each student
wrote their quotations and the author on two
3 by 5 cards. One card stayed with me and
one went in individual class folders. The
students were perfectly capable of conducting
this opening ceremony on their own - from
writing on the overhead to leading the
discussion. We drew names from a hat. The
names were recorded next to the remaining
dates of our class meeting times. We posted
the results in a Think and Write section on
the bulletin board.
Through a whole class discussion we set up
some rules. Three points could be earned for
following directions and nonstop free writing.
The leader of the discussion earns two extra
points, a total of five. If a student is absent on

An Opening Ceremony

My opening ceremony allows learning to
take place for those previously "waiting"
students, allows me to address the needs of
students with "urgent" problems, gives me
time to handle some of the necessary
secretarial tasks, and eases the class into
literary work. I open each class period with a
quotation on the overhead. Students enter,
take their seats, and rewrite the quotation
and the author. Next students free write about
the quotation. When I am able I also write.
After five or six minutes, we briefly discuss
the quotation. Then we begin our regular
class work. I call the activity ''Think and
Write."
At first I selected the quotations from books
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form a new angle. Think and Write engaged us
in a literary task for· those confusing few
minutes the beginning of each hour, giving us
added learning time. I appreciated the relative
quiet of this time - the students were
working while I was addressing the needs of
the Angies, Kevins, Joshs, and Eries. I value
the reflective quality of the ceremony: a time
to unravel and flow into our class activity.
While Think and Write leads into whatever
was scheduled for the day, it also passed
through all the language arts: listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. This was an
integrated opening ceremony.
Students wend their way through the
meaning of text by writing about it, making a
connection wherever they can, often extending
that connection to a more expansive meaning.
The free writing helps students know that
writing helps us learn, rather than just being
the product of what we already know. I push
students in this area by requesting them to
write nonstop. I encourage them not to be
satisfied with the one "correct" answer. One
correct answer does not exist. Understanding
this concept is a powerful benefit of Think and
Write. This part of the activity drew on
Content Standard Three because meaning
was at the heart of what students were doing.
Every student had a chance to be the
presenter at least once. Because students
were so familiar with the rhythms of the
opening, the onus of public speaking was less
threatening. The leader of a discussion keeps
track of the conversation, keeps it going by
asking leading questions, and draws a
conclusion, so the presenter needs to listen
closely to comments in order to connect the
ideas contributed. I was amazed at the
persona some students took on as they
became a teacher. Others struggled. These
were good things for students to practice and
did give them experience with Content
Standard Six which encourages students to
view themselves as effective speakers and
writers and demonstrate their expressive
abilities.
At some point the presenter articulates why
he or she chose this particular quote. Reasons
vary: I just liked the sound, I liked the
meaning, I had no idea what it meant and I

the day he or she is to lead the discussion,
someone else who was previously absent for
his or her turn may substitute, so leaderpoints missed could be made up. Every three
or four weeks, I would collect the writing
responses and put a numerical score in the
grade book or students would grade their own
work and I would record the scores. These
were satisfactory decisions from my point of
view. It was a simple, workable plan.
The plan was simple, but the quotations the
students picked were not.
Wisdom consists in rising superior both
to madness and to common sense and in
lending oneself to the universal illusion
without becoming its dupe. Amiel

I had to think about that one. I am still
thinking about it. This is one of the many
quotations students chose as their favorites.
Students selected such a variety: humorous,
nonsensical, serious, poignant, raw. I could
tell they had as much fun choosing as I did
when I was doing this work on my own. It was
much more effective and energized when they
did the work for themselves. Later, I saw
students remind other students that it was
their turn to be presenter. I saw students help
each other prepare by demonstrating how the
overhead projector operated and where to find
the best markers for writing. These are
elements of a community of learners. I was
usually able to join students for the
discussion. I sat in the back and added
something when I wanted to or felt it was
necessary.
This very simple, short opening ceremony
packs a surprising wallop. By focusing on the
idea of ceremony in a classroom I was able to
look at this simple activity in a fuller way,
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wanted to find out, I believe it is true.
Students see that there are a variety of ways
to relate to text, some of them intuitive. They
also see that sometimes the quotations they
chose fall flat - like mine sometimes did.
Students understand more about what it
takes to teach, resulting in a more
understanding classroom.
The quotations often display complicated or
elegant sentence structure. If time permits, I
am free to note this. One way students learn
these modalities is by being exposed to them.
For instance, the parallel construction in the
quotation from Amie! is easily pointed out,
leading to a short grammar lesson. Students
are exposed to part of content standard Eight
when they explore and use the characteristics
of sentence structure and focus on aesthetic
elements. Students also see and hear the
pronunciation of famous names. Sometimes
they have information to share about the
author that gives us all insight into meaning.
With more information students can go
beyond their first, personal reactions.
Lastly, through the discussion, students
learn more about each other. They learn
quirky little things, serious things, things
peers are passionate about, intimate things,
like when Kevin shared that he selected his
quotation because it spoke to the tenacity his
family had demonstrated through sixteen
years of his father's debilitating heart disease.
Knowing more about each other helps us
build our community of learners, a
community of people who help each other
learn as much as possible.
As I have worked with the title Think and
Write, I have been dissatisfied. Think and
Write does not reflect the relationship between
the quotation and free writing and an
emerging meaning. The writing is a record of
the thinking and also contributes to the
direction of the thinking. So I am looking for a
better title. Probably students will come up
With one.
Our opening ceremony resulted in a
product at the end of the year. We made a
book of all the quotations picked from all the
classes. We enlisted the typing classes to type
up the manuscript from our original 3 by 5
cards. I didn't print copies for everyone, but
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

we did have enough so that we could spend
time in pairs appreciating what other classes
had chosen. On the last day of class, our final
assessments were over with. Each student
drew a name of a classmate, picked a quote
for that person and wrote a short letter
incorporating the quotation. One of the last
things we did was exchange the letters. It was
fitting. Our opening ceremony became part of
our good-byes.
I will use this opening ceremony again:
students gained learning time and the
ceremony was a helpful step toward being a
community of learners. The word "ceremony"
and for that matter the words "rite" and
"ritual" have moved into the vocabulary I use
when thinking about classrooms. I am now
more alert to the possibility, the labeling, the
benefit of these in a classroom. Other opening
ceremonies could be just as effective. Some
classes have a class meeting, a show and tell,
a journal write, or a pleasure reading time.
Next time I will empower students to do all the
work sooner. The implications are that
students can do more and more for
themselves. They can help with curriculum
planning, become partners to evaluate their
own work, help evaluate the work of peers,
monitor and direct their own growth. What
pops in my head is a gem from a day long
meeting with Harry Wong: "Whoever is
working in the classroom is the one who is
learning." What that means for me and for
students is expanding.
Barbara Thayer is a high school English
teacher at Monroe Public Schools. She is a
member of the MEI.AF team and the Language
Arts Committee.
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